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ABSTRACT

A design process is a complex process pervaded by change. Creativity and participation are key ingredients in such an
approach. This study tries to specify conditions for a information systems design process so that it will be used and inspire the
users. Information system design includes acts, attitudes, and consequences. Thus, ethical considerations are present. In this
study the ethical theory utilitarianism is dealt with. When analyzing the design process we consider situations related to
obstructions to change by those affected by a new design. The result of this study shows that the design process must
characterized by flexibility, in order to let utilitarian ethics set its mark on the design process. Furthermore the design process
must have the essential property of being capable of rapid learning and adaptation. People involved in the process may be
affected by utilitarian ethics, either according to a soft or an imperative approach.
Keywords:
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INTRODUCTION

Humanity and technology is an inseparable system and an information system (IS) is a combination of a human system and a
data system (Langefors, 1995; Andersen, 1995). Usefulness and consequences of usage depend on doing things right from the
start. This means that ethical aspects ought to be considered early in a design process. An ethical framework considering
utility and consequences of actions are utilitarianism (e.g. Mill, 1998).
According to Wood-Harper et al. (1996), IS has a substantial impact on human life, and failures of IS often indicate a failure
to understand or consider the human context. Utilitarian ethics, which will be dealt with, regards the consequences of our
actions and the design of human future.
It is important to study IS from an ethical perspective, due to their importance and impact on corporate and private life
(Spedding & Wood-Harper, 1993). New technology gives rise to new conditions and ethics helps us in our theoretical
reflections on what constitutes our conceptions of what is right or wrong, good or bad. Ethical reflections and questions deal
with human values and norms. Our values constitute what we want to achieve, and norms can be considered prescriptions of
what is appreciated as right or wrong. Ethics may be considered a tool for the understanding of moral consequences and the
morals humans carry. Ethics means taking a normative standpoint towards something (Lundahl & Öquist, 2002). When
considering the concept of ethics, two questions can be synthesized (e.g. Collste, 1996):
1
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What is it that we want? What values, objectives, and intentions are good and worth striving for?
How do we get there? What actions are the right ones and what are the wrong ones?

This work is an attempt to study implications and consequences of applying utilitarian ethics to the design of information
systems and to elucidate the ethical dimension of design. What will be the consequences, and how can this knowledge be
implemented in the design process? A systems approach is used in this study and utilitarian ethics, which is founded on the
aim “happiness for all” is in line with such an approach.
The Design Process

Design deals with uncertainty. Design consists of actions and choices affecting human life and action-space. Design is a way
of forming the world we live in, to create conditions, possibilities and restrictions for what can be considered possible. Every
design process has technological, social, ideological, aesthetic, and political consequences. Design means considering what
can be done in relation to what ought to be done. This makes design an ethical activity (Löwgren & Stolterman, 1998).
The designer shapes a design situation in which the present state is evaluated into a strategic action (Gasparski, 2003).
Mandel (1997) considers the designer to be an architect dealing with the requirements and the needs of the user. A designer
should also encourage and inspire (van Gigch, 1991; Norman, 1990; Mullet and Sano, 1995) and in Malmsjö & Karlsson
(2002) a “good” designer in information systems development projects is characterized by considering aspects such
aesthetics, ethics, knowledge, ability, personality, and differences of epistemology.
Information Systems

Information systems can be conceived as “systems of information” (Langefors, 1995). Avison & Fitzgerald (1995) state that
the main focus of IS development is that they must prove useful to users and organizations. The users communicate with the
system according to their information needs, independent of the technical solution (Langefors, 1995). An IS helps analyzing a
business, achieving goals and objectives, improve efficiency, and may provide competitive advantage. They are major
organizational resources and failure is mostly caused by human and organizational problems (Avison & Fitzgerald, 1995;
Wood-Harper et al., 1996). The human perspective on information is elaborated on in Langefors (1995) and important
characteristics of the information systems design process, are e.g. cognitive limitations, complexity, multidisciplinarity,
dynamics, human subjectivity. In e.g. Malmsjö & Karlsson (2002) and Taylor & Moynihan (2002) ethics is also found to be
a fundamental aspect.
THE INTEGRATION OF ETHICS AND DESIGN

In Bausch (2000) the practice and ethics of design are dealt with. It is stated that system design should include explicitly
stated ethical guidelines for the design process. Feedback and control loops directed to goals and objectives, should be
included. Respect for pluralism and that a good design is a product of good designing must be confirmed. Ethics of design
can be synthesized into the following ethical perspectives as demands on the design process, considered and explained in the
analysis:
•
•
•
•
•

Self-realization
Social responsibility
Evolutionary responsibility
The honoring of multilevel values
Caring for the whole system.

Perspectives considering an ethical approach to IS are computer ethics and design ethics. Computer ethics is elaborated on by
e.g. Moor (1985), Johnson (1994), and Tavani (2001). Needs and conflicts are focused on in Taylor & Moynihan (2002) and
Adam (2001) has a gender perspective to computer ethics. In this work ethics of design is considered.
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Utilitarian ethics and design of information systems

In Malmsjö & Larsson (2001) utilitarian ethics is integrated in the process of designing information systems. Emphasis is on
the overall happiness for all individuals and on goals, not means. In a corporate work situation, the happiness for all may be
considered the perceived positive consequences from a specific design alternative, based on a trade-off between cost, benefit
and outcome.
According to Andre & Velasques (1989), a utilitarian approach can be abstracted into three steps:
1.
2.
3.

Identify the various courses of actions that can be performed.
Determine all the foreseeable benefits and harms that are the consequences of each action for everyone affected by
the action.
Choose the course of action that provides the greatest benefit after the costs have been taken into account.

Due to IS as an integrated tool of utility in modern society, this work will focus on ethical principles considering the
consequences of our actions. The weighting of benefit and harm to society as a whole (as consequences of design) imply
taking on a utilitarian approach to design of information systems. According to Hersh (2003), utilitarianism assesses benefits
against risks and costs and is concerned with offsetting or mitigating present or future harms. In this work aspects of
utilitarianism will be used as an instrument of analysis together with ethical demands on the process of design and the
consequences of this will be considered. Intrinsic questions are: What is a good information systems design? and How is that
achieved? To perform this analysis an appropriate problem situation is identified on which it is possible to apply ethical
demands and utilitarian principles.
Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is an ethical theory, stating that the rightness of an action is judged by the contribution it makes to the increase
of happiness (good) or the decrease of misery (bad). It is a theory judging the moral value of an action from its consequences.
The principle of utility state that acts are right in proportion to the promotion of happiness, and wrong when the reverse of
happiness is produced (Mill, 1998; Singer, 1979). It is a normative ethics providing an answer to the practical question “What
ought a man to do?” and the answer is acting according to producing the best consequences. Actions produce output
somewhere in between what we want and what we do not want and according to e.g. Mill (1998), happiness of the individual
should be in harmony with the interest of the whole.
Utilitarian ethics offers a relatively straightforward method on how to consider morals and the right action in a particular
situation (Andre & Velasques, 1989). In the literature there are different perspectives to what constitutes utilitarian ethics.
The most significant perspectives are presented on the Utilitarianism (2003) web site.
Positive utilitarianism can be said to recommend the promotion or maximizing of intrinsic (non-ethical) values, such as
pleasure and happiness. It attempts to maximize the amount of happiness, pleasure, preferences, etc, as in the maxim, “The
greatest good for the greatest number.”
Negative utilitarianism denies the positive aspect of happiness. It recommends the reduction of suffering, or of minimizing
disvalue and of present and future harms. According to Hersh (2003), negative utilitarianism is more concerned with long
term consequences
Jeremy Benthams’ (1996) hedonistic (classic) utilitarianism assumes that the rightness of an action depends entirely on the
amount of pleasure it tends to produce and the amount of pain it tends to prevent. Pleasure has intrinsic value. When
considering the values of the consequences of an action, not only the quantity but also the quality of pleasure has to be
considered. This makes choice of right values a very complex, perhaps impossible task.
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Ideal utilitarian theory denies that the sole object of moral concern is the maximizing of pleasure or happiness. Aesthetic
experiences, emotions, wisdom, and relations of friendship are also to be included. These things are considered to have an
intrinsic value independently of the pleasure produced.
In act utilitarianism the value of the consequences of the particular act is what counts when determining whether a specific
act is right or wrong. One objection to act-utilitarianism is that it seems to be too permissive, capable of justifying any crime,
and even making it morally obligatory, if only the value of the particular consequences of the particular act is great enough.
Rule utilitarianism states that the rightness of an act is determined from weather it is in accordance with or in violation of a
useful rule. The best rule of conduct is found by considering the value of the consequences of following a particular rule.
Indirect utilitarianism recognizes if an agent is more likely to act rightly by developing the right attitudes, habits and
principles, and acting on them, rather than by calculating the value of consequences.
Utilitarian ethics focus on consequences. Appropriate consequences according to different aspects of utilitarianism can be
divided into explicit and implicit consequences:
•
•
•
•
•
•

the maximizing of intrinsic values for all, such as pleasure and happiness
the elimination of suffering and misery
the maximizing of aesthetic experiences (preferences, emotions, wisdom, and relations)
from performing a preferred particular act
from the accordance with or violation of a useful rule
from development of “right” attitudes, habits and principles

In this work the first three consequences will be focused on as they arise from explicit actions. A problem in decision
processes is estimating the value of (conflicting) consequences and that decisions early in a project are crucial to succeeding
courses of events (Andersen, 1995).
System Boundary

The system of this study includes different roles, individual opinions and the whole. “The whole” represent a company, its
stakeholders and the different actors identified, e.g. the customer, the users, stakeholders and the designer. The system
boundary in this case encompasses those directly affected by the design and a focus is on those who participate in the design
process. This is a demarcation that can be discussed, but in order to be able to have meaningful analyses on this issue, “all” in
‘maximizing pleasure and happiness for all’ ought to be all those that are affected in one way or another by what is dealt with.
Problem Situation – Obstructions to Development

To design is to create something new, therefore is design a determinant for change. According to Ackoff (1981), change is a
natural state in an ongoing business and a key element when implementing a new or redesigned IS. An identified problem
when designing something is resistance to change that can be found in organizations. Resistance to change may decrease
development and performance. Ackoff (1981) elaborate on obstructions to development, connected to internal constraints on
corporate development. There are two types of obstructions identified, namely internal discrepancies and conflicts.
Furthermore, in a process of change the concept of uncertainty is also something that can give rise to obstructions to
development. So in toto we have:
•
•
•

Internal discrepancies
Conflicts
Uncertainty

An internal discrepancy within an organization is the difference between what an organization believes about itself and what
is actually the case regarding ends, means, resources, performance and external stakeholders. Conflicts exist when two or
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more desires or purposes interact so that progress toward one produces regression for the other. Uncertainty due to change is
related to the threat that people may feel when they are unable see their future position or role.
Conditions for This Study

How would a process pervaded by conflicts, discrepancies, and uncertainty be performed if utilitarian ethics is used as
normative approach?
The following question can be put forth to give a meaning to the outcome of this study:
•
•
•

How should the conditions for the process of designing information system be, if we want utilitarian ethics to set its
mark on the design process?
What effects would we find if the application of utilitarian ethics was applied?
How would people be affected if utilitarian ethics is applied in a design process?

These questions will be addressed in the summary. The problem situation, obstruction to development, will be considered
from a utilitarian perspective and from identified ethical demands on the design process. Consequences for the design process
will be exposed with regards to internal discrepancies, conflicts, and uncertainty, and involved actors and entities.
Consequences for those affected by the design will also be addressed. The structure of the study is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. The problem design of this work
APPLYING UTILITARIAN PRINCIPLES AND ETHICS OF DESIGN WHEN DEALING WITH OBSTRUCTIONS TO
DEVELOPMENT

Applying a utilitarian perspective – the consequences of our actions must be aimed at the maximum good, minimization of
misery, and promoting aesthetics preferences – means that the designer is expected to have an ethical approach towards
design, towards participants and stakeholders, and towards the design process. How then, can a designer deal with internal
discrepancies, conflicts, and uncertainty with the guidance from utilitarian principles and the ethical demands on design?

Proceedings of the Tenth Americas Conference on Information Systems, New York, New York, August 2004

4388

Karlsson et al.

Utilitarian Ethics and Information Systems Design

What problems are there which need to be dealt with? To accomplish an analysis of the described situation, a table of
relationships is constructed (Table 1). The relationships in the fields A1 to E3 will be considered and analyzed in order to
achieve a coherent view of the problem.
Utilitarianism:
Obstructions:
Principles:
Self-realization
Social responsibility
Evolutionary responsibility
Honoring multilevel values
Caring for the whole

Max

Min

Aesth

Max

Min

Aesth

Max

Min

Internal discrepancies

Conflicts

Uncertainty

A1

A2

A3

B1

B2

B3

C1

C2

C3

D1

D2

D3

E1

E2

E3

Max
Min
Aesth

=
=
=

Aest

maximizing happiness
minimizing misery
maximizing aesthetics

Table 1. Relationships considered in the analysis.
Given utilitarian ethics, ethical principles or demands on design will be considered in order to elucidate how to deal with
internal discrepancies, conflicts, and uncertainty in a development project. In the following analyses, focus will be on the
design process from a designer perspective, rather than on the design result.
Self-realization is a process development of the self as a person and as a part of a community, which means that the designer
have a responsibility to foster this process and to honor diversity and participation (Banathy, 1996).
A1. Information and arguments can change a situation for the better where internal discrepancies exist. The process of
solving the problematic situation should be pervaded by maximum aesthetics. The focus is on those who suffer from internal
discrepancies and how their minds can be enlightened. Tactfulness, participation and acceptance are properties, which ought
to characterize the problem solving process. If we are dealing with a group that is related to a design process, and the more
soft approach that has been described will not work, the group may have to be dissolved.
A2. Let us consider conflicts between individuals in a group. In any group pervaded by diversity and interaction, conflicts
are likely to arise. Disagreements over objectives and the ways to pursue them may give rise to complexity. Also differences
in personality may cause conflicts. Existing conflicts consumes energy from a group. The remedy may be to avoid conflicts
or support them in order to clear the air. Conflicts may be avoided if the maximum of aesthetic experiences are emphasized,
which can be performed in such a way that it also supports self-realization. A conflict that in one way or another is
unavoidable should be performed in such a way as to eliminate the suffering and misery of the majority of those parties that
are involved or affected by it. Before a conflict is “supported” the consequences of that conflict must be estimated.
Sometimes it must be accepted that some people can have difficulties in cooperating with each other due to their specific
personalities.
A3. People who are affected by a new design may show an obstruction to development due to an uncertainty that is related to
the future when the design is implemented. Will their competence and experience be desirable? Self-realization in this
context means to listen to those affected by a new design, to let them participate in the design process, and in a dialogue try to
specify their future role when the design is implemented. Furthermore self-realization means to support them in their
endeavors to fulfill that role. Feedback, confirmation, and the maximum of aesthetic experiences should imbue the process.
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Social responsibility means focusing on the social nature of man as a member in a community. The individual contribution
must aim at the larger good of the social system of which we are a part and a prominent self-realization means a larger
contribution (Banathy, 1996). Social responsibility is well in line with utilitarian ethics and self-realization. The designer
must design the design process so that social considerations and responsibility to the whole community are featured.
B1 There is a risk that the process of solving a group’s internal discrepancy may as one output result in frustrated people,
since an internal discrepancy is based on a delusion. Social responsibility deals with handling the situation of these people.
Even though their internal discrepancy might have led to bad feelings towards people in the environment of the group,
supporting and integrating the group with those involved in the design process should be the ultimate endeavor. Tactfulness
and creativity should characterize the designers’ work.
B2. There can be conflicts within an individual, between individuals in project organization and between individuals in the
project organization and the environment. A designer has to be aware of the essential relationships in a conflict and be aware
of what constitutes the members “in a community”. Encompasses the social responsibility only people in the project
organization, or also people outside this organization? It is reasonable to focus on the project organization when we are
dealing with the elimination of suffering and misery.
B3. Social responsibility is something that ideally everyone in a project organization should make contributions to. One cure
for uncertainty is information. Sometimes information can only be given by some people, and those people have a specific
responsibility to act in order diminish uncertainty.
Evolutionary responsibility means supporting the development of a community by a purposeful and deliberate design.
Communities are dynamic and self-organizational and must be pervaded by ethics. Responsibility rather than individual
rights are to be considered (Banathy, 1996). Considering utilitarian principles, evolutionary responsibility means that the
design process must have a focus on development. The actual design is secondary , thus making the process an explicit issue.
C1. Internal discrepancy is a deficiency in a social system, such as a project organization. Even if flexibility is a desirable
property when we are dealing with this aspect, adjustments to favor this kind of problematic situation can never be accepted.
As to the conditions for a design process, it must be capable of rapid learning and adaptation (Ackoff, 1999) in order to
effectively consider participation. A design process, which invites and encourage participation, can contribute to solve
problems related to internal discrepancy by making explicit consequences (by e.g. simulation) of different design conditions.
C2. As has been mentioned, conflicts can be caused by disagreements over of a design or the way the design process should
be performed. This causes suffering and misery. This can be minimized if the design process is capable of learning and
adaptation. Structured feedback mechanisms are then necessary and anyone who is affected by the design in spe should be
able to modify the design whenever needed. Thereby different opinions on how the design result can be tested and hopefully
valued, is incorporated in the design process. Objectives should also be elucidated, which puts interactive planning according
to Ackoff (1981) into focus.
C3. The elimination or reduction of uncertainty can be done by introducing scenarios and/or performing simulations, by
designing a design process that is capable of learning and adaptation. The elimination of uncertainty may not have as an
effect pleasure and happiness, but result in minimizing suffering and misery for the individual. There should be no doubt that
eliminating uncertainty is in line with utilitarianism.
Honoring multilevel values means that human ethics must permeate the individual, the group, the community as well as our
social systems. Morality must be present at all levels (Banathy, 1996). Utilitarian ethics focus on what is the best for all and
honoring of multilevel values means that ethical considerations must permeate all levels of human life.
D1. The fundamental thing about internal discrepancies is that it is founded on different conceptions of reality. It is a moral
thing for those who are in power or have a preferential right of interpretation to reveal what reality is the one that should be
considered.
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D2. The effects of a conflict should be estimated. Whether a conflict ought to be encouraged or not depends on the
consequences. If the consequences are that we are maximizing the intrinsic values such as pleasure and happiness for all, then
it is a moral thing to support conflict.
D3. Uncertainty is a natural part of development processes and the design process has to be flexible enough to deal with
uncertainty at all levels. Again it is the consequences of eliminating uncertainty that is at stake. If the elimination favors
happiness for the majority, then it should be supported.
Caring for the whole system means considering all those affected by the design, both on a personal and community level,
including future generations (Banathy, 1996).
E1. The process of eliminating internal discrepancies in a company should support the maximizing of aesthetics experiences
such as preferences, emotions, wisdom (knowledge from experience and education), and relations - that also should be
considered in a temporal perspective.
E2. The time perspective is here important. It is well known that conflicts consume resources. In the short run conflicts
usually causes suffering and misery. It is the consequences of not supporting a conflict in the long run that are of interest to
estimate in this case.
E3. Also here long run estimations are relevant. It is usually a moral thing to eliminate uncertainty even if the short run
consequences can be terrible.
SUMMARY

Bausch’s (2000) ethical perspectives on the design process have been used as one structure when the consequences of
applying utilitarian ethics in the process of designing information systems are considered. In order to capture critical
moments in a design process, Ackoffs’ (1981) resistance to change factors, internal discrepancy and conflicts, have been
used. They have been supplemented with the concept of uncertainty, which is a factor that also contributes to resistance to
change.
Dealing at first with internal discrepancies, a soft approach should be applied, meaning the performance of acts that support
the maximizing of aesthetics experiences such as preferences, emotions, wisdom, and relations. The effort is to take care of
those directly affected by the elimination of an internal discrepancy. If that approach does not work sufficiently, a more
imperative approach must be applied in order to maximize pleasure and happiness for all. The design process must support
participation and be flexible and dynamic. It should be capable of rapid learning and adaptation in order in order to minimize
suffering and misery.
Conflicts can be prevented by the maximizing of aesthetic experiences such as preferences, emotions, wisdom, and relations,
supported by participation and learning. The estimation of the consequences of a conflict is essential. Such an estimation
should contain a distinction between long-range and short-range effects. Usually the long-range effects are relevant to
consider. If the values related to utilitarianism are gained by a conflict, then that conflict should be supported.
Those suffering of uncertainty should be supported in such a way that they are able to see and understand their future role.
They should also be supported in their fulfillment of that role. People in the design process, who have the adequate
knowledge and experience to give information that will contribute to eliminate uncertainty, have usually, depending on the
situation, a moral responsibility to do so. Dialogue is here a key concept. Reducing uncertainty may cause suffering and
misery also in the long-range perspective. It is therefore important to secure that the elimination is in line with utilitarianism
To conclude, based on the questions put forward earlier in the text, the design process should consider the dynamics that
permeate the conditions for the process. Participation is recommended. Sometimes a soft approach is applied especially as a
first step, then possibly an imperative approach may be necessary. The design process should have such properties that it is
capable of rapid learning and adaptation. Those individuals involved can be affected according to the more soft approach or
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the imperative approach. Those observing the design process who have no or little insight in utilitarian ethics may sometimes
react against how individuals are treated, when, for instance, a conflict is supported, since they do not consider that the
perspective maximum pleasure and happiness for all are aimed at. Consequences are focused on, and it is important to make a
distinction between short and long-range perspectives. An individual may from his or hers perspective be treated badly. In
these cases it is, of course, important to support everyone who may be badly affected in every possible way.
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